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Cree Narrative Memory: From Treaties to Contemporary Times. By Neal McLeod. Saskatoon, SK:
Purich Publishing, 2007. xi + 143 pp. Photographs,
notes, bibliography, index. $25.00 paper.
Within contemporary Aboriginal discourse,
there is a growing tendency to ignore the multilayered histories of various Aboriginal communities in favor of a more simplified discourse
based on tribal specific nationalism. Cree
Narrative Memory, an important new book,
ignores this movement towards essentialism
and tackles the multilayered histories of the
nehiyawak (Cree People) of western Canada.
The author contributes a detailed, visionary
study of Cree discourse, exploring the little
considered ambiguous genealogy and narrative
irony of Plains Cree identity, a central factor
in the book's fresh perspectives, analysis, and
conclusions.
Though many books draw upon oral history
and storytelling, few have drawn so heavily upon
the oral history and genealogies that permeate
one family tree in order to highlight the narrative ironies that emerge when attempting to
create a national discourse of the Plains Cree
Nation. By drawing upon the narrative memory
of his family from the James Smith and Sandy
Lake reserves in Saskatchewan, Neal McLeod
gives firsthand examples of the determination
and adaptability of Plains Cree experience. The
author shows how stories are vital to the understanding of Cree history and the recent attempts
to revive religious ceremonies, language, political structures, and artistic or literary practices.
McLeod also contends, however, that "Cree
narrative memory is more than simply storytelling." It involves the collective, intergenerational
memories of many skilled storytellers. Through
the examinations of family, spirituality, identity,
and connections through time and space of the
Plains Cree people, the author has constructed
an original interpretative framework that draws
upon original research showcasing the power
and importance of language.
Chapters cover the Cree narrative of place,
rethinking of the spirit of Treaty 6, the spirit
of resistance, spatial and spiritual exile of
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the reserve system and residential schools,
the importance of stories including humor,
contemporary Cree political identity and
institutions, and contemporary Cree narrative imagination. The book provides a new
approach to understanding Cree historiography, and does so in a highly accessible manner
augmented with extensive use of the Cree
language. The study is well organized and well
written, useful to both scholars and students. It
is also an important work for those seeking an
original approach to contemporary Aboriginal
discourse or an alternative to the growing
tendency towards tribal specific nationalism
through an original interpretive framework.
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